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Introduction

Emotional intelligence (EI) is the ability of an individual
to understand and evaluate emotions and feelings of self
and others and use them to manage relationships better
(1). EI is known to be associated with happiness, greater
life satisfaction, and better performance in both aca-
demic and professional life (2-5). Emotionally intelligent
individuals are reported to perceive and regulate their
emotions effectively and tend to be socially competent
(6-7). They associate with others in a friendly manner
and are more capable of coping with stress and solving
problems (6-7).

Social media (SM) offer opportunities to easily connect
with others, as well as to form professional networks

Conclusions

This online survey found a negative impact on EI with
one form of SM, namely, WhatsApp, however, more
studies in this area are needed among university
students in Sri Lanka to determine the exact impact of
SM on EI and related factors.
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Abstract

Background

Social media (SM) permit self-presentation and social
interactions. Emotional intelligence (EI) is known to
be associated with satisfaction with life and personal

and professional performance. Youth are involved
with SM which may have an impact on their EI.

Aims

This study aimed to assess the association between
the use of selected forms of SM, namely Facebook,
WhatsApp, Instagram, and the EI of undergraduates
in a state university in Sri Lanka. The study also
evaluated selected correlates associated with the
amount of time spent on SM and EI.

Methods

An online cross-sectional study was conducted among
110 undergraduates of a state university in Sri Lanka.
A pre-piloted social networking questionnaire,
specially designed for this study, and the pre-piloted
Wong and Law EI Scale were used to gather data.

Results

Participants reported a mean of 3.3 hours on Whats-
App, 2.2 hours on Facebook, and 1.1 hours on Insta-
gram, per day, during weekdays. The distribution
of the means of each item of EI ranged from 4.83 to
5.21. There was a significant negative association
between the time spent on WhatsApp and EI. The
age and gender of the participants did not indicate
any significant influence on the time spent on SM.
The age and year of study of the participants were
significantly associated with EI. However, gender
did not have a significant association with EI.

(8-9). The above characteristics are associated with the
fact that youth tend to disclose themselves to others via
SM (10). During the COVID-19 pandemic, most people,
including youth, appeared to use online platforms more,
because of the limitations in face-to-face encounters
due to the restrictions imposed by the pandemic (11-12).
Youth have been found to engage with SM to overcome
pandemic-related stress and to express their emotions
(11,13).

The association between the use of SM and EI is not
straightforward (8). SM allows a person to interact with
other people, even though they may rarely meet each
other in person. Such online communication seems to
increase actual time spent with friends and improve the
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quality of existing friendships, leading individuals to
perceive greater social support (14). However other
studies report that the increased use of SM has been
associated with depression, anxiety, and social isolation
and therefore reduces the quality of life and EI (15-17).

The objectives of this study were to assess the asso-
ciation between the use of selected forms of SM, namely
Facebook, WhatsApp and, Instagram and EI of a group
of undergraduates in a state university in Sri Lanka, and
to evaluate selected correlates associated with the
amount of time spent on SM and EI.

Method

A cross-sectional study was conducted among first,
second, third, and final-year undergraduates of the
University of  Moratuwa, Sri Lanka.

The data was collected from February to March 2021
through a Google form and its link was emailed to the
batch representatives, where they were requested to
circulate it among their respective batches in an estimated
sample size of 384 (18,19).

The Google form was designed in a manner so that
participants could access the study instruments only
after reading the information sheet and granting their
consent to participate in the study.

A social networking questionnaire was specially
designed for this study by referring to relevant literature
and by modifying a questionnaire used in a previous
study conducted in another country (9, 20-21). This
questionnaire assessed sociodemographic data (5 items),
the amount of time spent on SM (18 items), preferences
and experiences in using SM (14 items), and experiences
in interpersonal relationships (7 items) (2). EI was
assessed using the Wong and Law Emotional
Intelligence Scale (WLEIS) scale (4,5). It contains sixteen
statements and assesses EI with seven response options
(i.e., 1 – strongly disagree, 2 – disagree, 3 – slightly
disagree, 4 – neither disagree nor agree, 5 – slightly agree,
6 – agree and, 7 – strongly agree). These items
correspond to the four components of EI, self-emotion
appraisal (SEA), regulation of emotions (ROE), use of
emotions (UOE) and others’ emotion appraisal (OEA)
(1). Both questionnaires were in the English language
and were piloted before conducting the survey.

Ethical clearance was obtained from the Ethics Review
Committee of the Faculty of Medicine, University of
Colombo and from relevant authorities in the selected
university.

Results

The mean age of the study participants was 23.4 years
and 69.1% of the sample were females (Table 1). All
participants were using WhatsApp, 83.6% had a
Facebook profile, and 43.6% were users of Instagram.
Table 1 gives the mean time spent on the three different
SM platforms by students on a weekday. Out of the
sample, 36.4% reported that they frequently used SM
for online academic group discussions while 30.9%
reported that they used SM to obtain relief from academic
stress. Out of the study population, 35.5% reported that
they use SM to stay connected with their relatives/
friends. Of the study participants, 23.6% of participants
reported never having used any form of SM to socialize
whilst 41.8% indicated that they rarely use SM.

Table 2 depicts the participants’ scores on each com-
ponent of EI: Self-emotion appraisal, regulation of
emotions, use of emotions, and others’ emotion appraisal.

The association between EI and SM was assessed in
relation to the mean time spent on SM namely, Facebook,
WhatsApp, and Instagram (Table 3).

Table 1.  Time spent (per day) on social media
on weekdays

Mean time Std. Deviation

spent on

weekdays

(hours)

Social media

platform

Facebook 2.23 ±1.76

WhatsApp 3.34 ±2.94

Instagram 1.05 ±0.59

Table 2.  Participants’ EI in its subcomponents

EI component Mean Std.

Deviation

Self-emotion appraisal 20.86 ±5.178

Regulation of emotions 19.30 ±6.220

Use of emotions 19.52 ±5.468

Others’ emotion appraisal 20.28 ±5.321

Total EI Score 79.96 ±18.327
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There was no significant relationship between the mean
time spent on Facebook and the total EI score. The mean
time spent on Facebook and the mean score of others’
emotion appraisal showed a significantly low negative
association. However, none of the other correlations
between Facebook use and EI sub-components
suggested any significant relationship.

There was a significant negative association between
the mean time spent on WhatsApp and the total EI score.
The mean time spent on WhatsApp and the scores of
self-emotion appraisal, and others’ emotion appraisal also
showed significantly moderate negative correlation. The
mean time spent on WhatsApp and the regulation of
emotions component indicated a significant low negative
association.

We explored the association between the age and the
gender with time spent on SM, neither of which showed
any significant association with time spent on SM.

There was a significant positive association between
the age and EI except for the component of regulation of
emotions. Gender showed no significant association with
EI. The year of study was significantly associated with
EI and its components.

Discussion

WhatsApp was the most used SM platform by the
participants, followed by Facebook and Instagram. A
study done among German-speaking participants
reported that the combination of WhatsApp and
Instagram was more prevalent among undergraduates
(22). This difference may be due to Instagram being only

recently becoming popular in Sri Lanka, unlike Facebook
and WhatsApp. The total time spent per week on
Facebook and WhatsApp is higher than in previous
studies, including that of a previous study from Sri Lanka
(9-10,14). One possible reason for the increased time spent
on SM in our study could be due to the social restrictions
due to the COVID-19 pandemic which resulted in
limitations in physical meetings (11-12).

A considerable number of participants in this study
reported that they did not use SM for socializing and/or
to look at others’ activities on SM. It could be hypo-
thesized that this may be due to the social desirability
bias in responding where the present study's participants
may have felt awkward in sharing their true motives in
using SM. Another reason could be that, during lockdown
periods, some participants may have spent time with
family members, hence reducing SM use. In fact, some
research has indicated that lockdown situations have
strengthened family relationships (11). Our study also
indicated that participants frequently used SM for getting
information, for academic activities, and to communicate
with friends/relatives, similar to studies done elsewhere
(22-25). We also found that our study participants did
not report on problematic or excessive use of SM, a
finding also found in previous studies in undergraduates
(23-24).

In our study, there was no significant association
between age and time spent on SM, however, these
findings could be due to the participants being within a
narrower age range than reported in other studies (22).
We did not find a significant association between gender
with the time spent on SM either, as was reported in a
previous study (8).

Table 3. Correlation between mean EI scores and average time spent on SM on
weekdays for Facebook, WhatsApp and, Instagram

Self- Regulation Use of Others’ Total EI

emotion of emotions emotion score
appraisal emotions score appraisal
score score score

Facebook use r-value 0.036 0.127 -0.108 -0.212 -0.041

mean time Sig. (2-tailed) 0.731 0.226 0.306 0.042* 0.697

WhatsApp use r-value -0.284 -0.230 -0.184 -0.300 -0.300

mean time Sig. (2-tailed) 0.003** 0.016* 0.055 0.001** 0.001**

Instagram use r-value -0.078 -0.116 0.014 0.029 -0.045

mean time Sig. (2-tailed) 0.601 0.434 0.927 0.847 0.763

**Significant (P< 0.01) *Significant (P< 0.05)
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Dynamics of emotional intelligence

The mean scores of each component of EI indicate that
our study population had a higher than reported EI as
compared to a previous study by Li et al (26). This might
be due to cultural factors relevant to Sri Lanka. Our
findings also indicated a significant positive association
between age and EI except for the component of
regulation of emotions which is similar to findings of
studies done elsewhere (3, 27).

Gender was not associated with EI in our study. However,
studies done elsewhere report both positive and
negative associations (8, 27-29). A significant association
between gender and EI reported in those studies could
be due to cultural factors and differences in nurturing  of
female participants in our setting, leading to higher EI
scores among females (30). We found that higher levels
of EI were found among the participants from the final
year than those from the first and second years. It may
be assumed that the undergraduate curriculum and/or
the experiences of university life improve the EI of
students though it is also likely that age may act as a
confounding factor in this case.

Association between social media use and
emotional intelligence

Our results indicate that most components of EI are
negatively associated with the amount of time spent on
WhatsApp, however previous studies report both
negative as well as positive association between EI and
the time spent on social media  (3, 12, 15, 17, 31-32).

There are some studies which indicate that SM use may
positively influence the emotional well-being of the
person (9-10,14). However, the directionality of the
association between the time spent on SM and EI cannot
be determined solely by our findings because our study
was a cross-sectional study done among a small number
of participants.

According to some authors, online communication could
enhance the quality of friendships and time spent with
existing friends as it allows individuals to disclose them-
selves and self-disclosure in SM could be considered an
important factor influencing one’s well-being (10, 14). A
possible reason for our findings could be that the
participants had restrictions in actual face-to-face
meetings due to the pandemic which resulted in them
spending more time on SM without meeting each other
as they did before. Another possibility could be that
those who spend more time on SM tended to isolate
themselves from others.

Limitations

We could only collect data from 110 participants even
though our calculated sample size was 384. Caution
should be exercised in generalizing our findings to all

undergraduates in Sri Lanka due to the small sample size
and also because our study was limited to participants
from only one course of study. Our study focused on
the use of only Facebook-owned (“Meta”) SM platforms,
as these are the most used. The social networking
questionnaire used in this study was not a previously
validated one which is a limitation too.

Conclusions

The association between time spent on SM and EI
appears to be complex in this group of undergraduates.
More studies in this area are needed among university
students in Sri Lanka to determine the impact of SM on
EI and related factors.
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